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The formation of early Daoist Funerary Rituals

CHANG Chaojan
Assistant Professor, Department of Religious Studies, Fu Jen Catholic University

Abstract

There is very little similarity between the religious concerns of Daoism and those of
the religious traditions represented by Han Dynasty tomb contracts. The former tend to
place greater emphasis on the salvation of the dead, whereas the latter stresses the
distinctions between the “different paths taken by the living and the dead”. Did this kind
of distinction exist during the early formation of Daoism or did it appear earlier? Or, as
indicated by recently excavated grave contracts, did Daoism only adopt this ritual practice
after the Southern Dynasties?

This paper begins with the relationship between early Daoism and Han grave
contracts, and investigates pre-Tang Daoist funerary ritual, placing the development of
early Daoist funerary rituals in their historical context. The investigation includes early
Celestial Master thinking regarding the polluted nature of the dead, which thus limited the
development of funerary rites. It also includes the Lingbao Purification Rites, which,
despite being touted as being able to aid the dead, were only actually used for the
salvation of long-dead ancestors, and thus were not used for funerary purposes. The lack
of funerary rites in Early Daoist ritual did not change until the appearance of the Scripture
of Salvation (Durenjing ¥ *5%) and the Scripture of Five Refinements of Living Beings
and Corpses (Wulian shengshi jing ~r/ft% 7 15) in the late Eastern Jin and early
Southern Dynasties. It was only at this time that Daoists, particularly adherents of the
Lingbao scriptures, began to consider rituals suited to their own doctrine, which could
offer support to those unable to complete their cultivation in their own lifetime. Lingbao
rituals for salvation of the dead not only became very popular in the Jiangnan region in

their own right, but also inspired Southern Celestial Master Daoists to begin offering this
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kind of ritual service as well.

Keywords: Daoism, Celestial Master Daoism, Scripture of Five Refinements of Living
Beings and Corpses (Wulian shenghu jing =+’ 7 5¥), Funeral and

Burial rites, Salvation, Rites for the Dead
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